Spacing of fetuses and local competition in strains of mice with large, medium and small litters.
The tendency for fetuses to be evenly spaced along the uterine horn and the relationship of this to local competition between fetuses was examined in three strains of mice which characteristically produce large, medium and small litters. Local competition was assessed by correlating, within each uterine horn, the weight of each fetus or placenta with the mean distance to its immediate neighbours. Weights and distances were measured on day 19 of gestation, on the day before expected parturition and distances only on day 7. Average litter sizes (live fetuses) were 16.3 +/- 0.9, 11.7 +/- 0.6 and 7.2 +/- 0.5 (mean +/- SEM) in the large, medium and small litter strains, respectively (n = 7, 7 and 10, respectively). On day 19, the mean distance between fetuses was significantly less (P < 0.05) in the large strain (10.1 +/- 1.0 mm) than in the medium (14.0 +/- 1.2 mm) or small (13.5 +/- 1.0 mm) strains. Evenness of spacing, expressed as the standard deviation of distances between fetuses divided by the mean distance, improved from day 7 to day 19 of gestation in all three strains and effectively prevented local competition between fetuses in the medium litter (r = 0.04) and small litter strains (r = 0.17), but not in the large litter strain (r = 0.45, P < 0.01). Thus, local crowding does not seem to be detrimental to fetal growth in mice, except in strains specifically bred for large litters.